A previous experimental study of great snipe, Gallinago media, has reported an effect on male mating success of the amount of white in their tails. That result is one of a very limited set of existing experimental results supporting a female mate preference for a morphological trait in animals. However, a later observational study did not find any correlation between amount of white and male mating success. If females sample a limited number of males, their preferences need not result in strong relationships between mating success and trait values in males, possibly explaining the failure to find the predicted correlation. Yet, females of lekking species are thought to have ample opportunities for mate sampling. To resolve these contrasting results, we present in this paper (1) a larger correlational study (several leks during 10 years) showing no relationship between male mating success and whiteness of tails (measured in several ways), and most importantly (2) evidence that individual females do not mate predominantly with males with very white tails among those males that each female samples. These results show that females do not prefer males with whiter tails as mates, within the contemporary natural variation in the trait. They also show that there is no sexual selection of the trait at present. This does not necessarily imply that white tails are not a sexually selected adaptation in males, but the mechanisms are likely to have been different from direct mate choice of whiter tails per se.
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Behavioural biologists have long been interested in the evolution of female mate preferences (Cronin 1991). Such preferences could cause sexual selection and rapid evolution of male traits, and thus explain the striking sexual dimorphism of many species. Studies of lekking species are of particular interest in this context because (1) females receive no help from males in rearing offspring which could otherwise explain the evolution of preferences, (2) females can compare several males in a short time, and (3) males are not monopolized for a long time by any one female. The distribution of mating success is often skewed among males on leks, and female preferences may explain this variation. Several studies have indirectly attempted to identify female preferences by searching for correlates of male mating success (reviewed by Fiske et al. 1998) . In general, variation in male traits seems able to explain only a little of the variation in male mating success. However, this could be because females sample a restricted number of males, and not necessarily because they have weak mating preferences. Even when females have strong unanimous preferences and are able to choose according to their taste, low correlations between male mating success and preferred traits would ensue if each female samples only a few males (Benton & Evans 1998) .
A few studies have found that manipulating traits of males in the field causes increased mating success, both in lek breeders (Höglund et al. 1990a; Andersson 1992; Petrie & Halliday 1994) and in some other species (e.g. Andersson 1982; Møller 1988; Grether 1996) . One of these studies involved increasing the amount of white on the tail feathers of great snipe, Gallinago media, males (Höglund et al. 1990a ). The group of males with experimentally increased white had more matings than controls, corroborating earlier correlational indications of a relationship between male mating success and amount of white on tails (Höglund & Lundberg 1987) . Höglund et al. (1990a) further showed that males with increased white did not enjoy an advantage in male-male interactions, suggesting that the increased mating success was due to a direct female preference for white tails. Yet, in another study of the same species, Fiske et al. (1994) failed to find any correlation between tail whiteness and mating success.
